Immortality
of the Soul or
Resurrection?

The Dilemma of the Bible and Jewish-Christian Traditions*
By Jacques Doukhan
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he Bible clearly indicates that after death
there is nothing until the resurrection and
that immortality is exclusively an attribute
of God.
“The living know that they will die, but the dead
know nothing, and they have no more reward; but
the memory of them is lost. Their love and their
hate and their envy have already perished, and
they have no more forever any share in all that is
done under the sun… Whatever your hand finds
to do, do it with your might; for there is no work
or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to
which you are going” (Ecclesiastes 9:5-10).
“The dead do not praise the Lord, nor do any that
go down into silence” (Psalm 115:17). “The Lord
of lords… alone has immortality” (1 Timothy
6:15, 16).
Many theologians, both Jewish and Christian,
recognize this biblical fact.1 Rabbi Michel A. Weil
writes in his book Judaism: Its Dogmas and Its Mission: “Let us admit that it is an illusion to expect
to find in the Scriptures a direct, clear, or precise
enunciation of such immortality.”2
The Christian theologian R. de Pury is just as categorical: “The Bible, on which must be based our
preaching, has nowhere the smallest trace of a belief in the immortality of the soul.”3

How is it, then, that this idea came to exist in most
Bible-based religions? For the Jewish Encyclopedia
there is no doubt: “Belief in the immortality of
the soul came to the Jews after their contact with
Greek thought, particularly through Plato’s philosophy, its principal representative.”4
The Christian theologian André Lamorte echoes
this same opinion. Denying the biblical origin of this
doctrine, he calls the concept of the immortality of
the soul “a pagan idea and more exactly Platonian.”5
A new belief was thus added to the creed of many
religions. Do we find here simply the development
of an idea already grounded in the revealed Word?
Certainly not. Not only is the idea of immortality
of the soul foreign to the Bible, it is entirely incompatible with the biblical teaching on the resurrection. What, indeed, could it serve to believe in the
resurrection, if in any case the soul is immortal?
Oscar Cullmann, a Christian theologian, was right
to say, “Our answer to the question of immortality
of the soul or resurrection of the dead in the New
Testament, will be clear. This doctrine of the great
Socrates and the great Plato is incompatible with
the teaching of the New Testament.”6
We can understand that Josué Yehouda, initiator
of the movement for unity within Judaism, refuses to conceive of immortality separated from
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the resurrection: “When the idea of immortality
penetrated Judaism, it only meant the resurrection
of dead bodies from the dust at the last judgment.
Even this idea of resurrection did not separate the
soul from the body. That separation is, on the contrary, a classical belief in the Greco-Roman tradition and in that of the Hindus.”7
Tradition, then, has brought us to an impasse where
we must take a position. A compromise is not possible. Either one accepts the Bible and its faith in
the resurrection, or one recognizes the authority of
tradition and admits the thesis that claims immortality for the soul. A choice is necessary.
There are numerous examples of contradictions
between the Bible and tradition. Many contradictions exist even with the tradition. One rabbi
professes to believe that the dead are unconscious.8
Another believes in native immortality. And the
Talmud even records discussions on this subject
between doctors with diﬀering opinions.9
Likewise, Christian tradition engages in a sharp
controversy on the subject.10 A church leader like
Justin Martyr does not hesitate to say that any
Christian believing in the immortality of the soul
is guilty of heresy: “If then you encounter people
who call themselves Christians,” says he, “who
deny the resurrection of the dead and claim that at
death their souls are taken to heaven, do not consider them to be Christians.”11
“A house divided against itself cannot survive.” Let
each one decide, then, on his or her own.
*Excerpted from Drinking at the Sources, (Nampa,
ID: Pacific Press Publishing Association, 1981).
Used by permission. All rights reserved.
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